
1

Education Pack



1

Education Pack
CROSS CURRICULAR:  

Drama and Theatre Studies, Art and Design,  
Music, History, English Language and Literature, PSHE

Key stage 4 and 5

Introduction ........................................................................................................................2

Information for schools attending the performance..............................................3

Introductory Resources...................................................................................................4 

From the Rehearsal Room .............................................................................................5

Classroom Session One - Coercive Control ..............................................................9

Classroom Session Two - Fact and Fiction .............................................................. 11

Classroom Session Three - From melodrama to modern day theatre .............13

Classroom Session Four - Murder Ballads ................................................................15

Q&A with writer Beth Flintoff and actress Lizzie Crarer ......................................17

Naz’s story ........................................................................................................................ 16

Theatre Stories .................................................................................................................21

At mariamarten.com/education you will also find a series of Q&As with the cast and 
creative team, as well as a downloadable version of this resource.

Schools booking for the show will be sent in advance a complimentary copy of the script 
(published by Nick Hern Books) and the productions programme, as well as a copy of the 

Lighthouse Creative Writing document.

Contents

https://www.mariamarten.com/education


2

The Ballad of Maria Marten is a 
revisionist retelling of a harrowing true 
crime in 1827 which sheds light on a 
complex tale of love, loss, prejudice, and 
patriarchal power. Despite the fact that 
this is a true crime drama, this is also 
very much a story of female friendship 
and joy, and one that sadly resonates 
strongly today.

The play and the associated performance is 
ripe for student work and investigation. As 
well as the obvious links to the theatre, drama 
and music curriculum, it provides an excellent 
starting point for discussions about healthy and 
respectful relationships, domestic abuse and 
coercive control. There are also connections to 
the History, Music and English syllabus. In time 
we hope you might consider it as a text for your 
own school productions.

The resources and information in this study pack 
are intended to enhance your understanding of 
The Ballad of Maria Marten and to provide you 
with the materials to assist students in preparing 
to see the performance and in gaining a deeper 
understanding of the play. 

The classroom sessions are targeted at KS4 
learners, whilst the Q&A’s with the creative team 
(at mariamarten.com/education) are targeted at 
KS5 and above learners to inform their analysis 
of the performance. 

For those schools booking to see the show in 
Spring 2022, and subject to availability, the 
additional following resources are available until 
Easter 2022.

• Post-show discussion on the day of your visit

• Zoom Q&A with members of the cast and 
creative team

For bookings and further information please  
do not hesitate to be in touch - prior to Easter 
2022 you can contact producer Matthew Linley 
on linleymatt@gmail.com. After Easter 2022 
contact Eastern Angles direct on  
admin@easternangles.co.uk. 

Finally we would love to hear how you find these 
resources, and to see or hear about any work 
that comes from them.

The Ballad of Maria Marten team

Introduction

mailto:linleymatt@gmail.com
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SHOW LENGTH
2hrs 25 mins Including one interval 
(70 minute first half, 55 minute second half)

AGE RECOMMENDATION
Suitable for 13+

CONTENT WARNING
The Ballad of Maria Marten tells the true story 
of a woman who was murdered by her partner. 
A lot of the play is about the joy of friendship, 
however it is in many ways a tragedy. There is 
a theme of coercive control and the threat of 
violence, particularly in the second half of the 
play. The murder does not happen onstage and 
we never see the perpetrator, though they talk 
about him. There are descriptions of violence, 
and the actresses sometimes have make-up to 
suggest bruises, blood and other injuries, but 
there are no acts of violence onstage apart from 
a couple of moments of pushing and shoving.

There are discussions about birth, baby loss and 
grief, as in real life Maria lost two of her children 
when they were newly born.

There are frank discussions about sex and 
methods of contraception.

TECHNICAL NOTES 
There is haze, smoke, and occasional flashing 
lights (not strobe) at the end of each half of the 
play.

There are two moments of flashing lights.

In the first half of the show, about 1hr 6 mins in, 
there are two brief moments of a flickering light. 
The cue is a man crossing the ice. It’s not strobe-
like and each moment lasts about 3 seconds.

At the very end of the show (around 50 mins in) 
there is a light to show flames as something is 
burning onstage. You’ll know when it’s coming 
because you see them start to light the fire. It’s 
not strobe-like, it lasts about two minutes, and 
there is other lighting on the stage.

Key Information
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A good introduction to the Maria Marten story,  
its context and the wider hysteria and mythology around it is 

A Very British Murder by Dr Lucy Worsley (TV programme) 
(the Maria Marten section is 23 minutes in, and lasts 20 minutes. 

Available on iPlayer until end of February 2022.

More Question and Answer sessions with the Ballad of Maria Creative Team and Cast can be found at 
mariamarten.com/education

There are also some useful background videos from the creative team and cast:

Cast video

Writer video (with Eastern Angles artistic director)

Director video 

Composer video

Introductory Resources

mariamarten.com

Eastern Angles and Matthew Linley Creative Projects would like to thank all the contributors, Gill Brigg 
and Naomi Jones for their contributions, thoughts and advice in compiling these resources.

Photography by Harry Elletson    Graphic design by Rebecca Pitt

https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/p01ftzs2/a-very-british-murder-with-lucy-worsley-1-the-new-taste-for-blood
https://www.mariamarten.com/education
https://youtu.be/SOAKYv74R34
https://youtu.be/unqI8Zbduyw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3eoB9eVD8GE
https://youtu.be/-GUjYdvH06U
https://youtu.be/-GUjYdvH06U
https://www.mariamarten.com/
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From the Rehearsal Room
Our director HAL CHAMBERS and movement director REBECCA RANDALL share  
three  of the exercises we used in the rehearsal room as we created The Ballad of Maria Marten. We’d 
invite you to use the exercises in class, or in your own rehearsals and when you see the show look out 
for the moments which you think might have been influenced by these exercises.

THE FREE RUN
The ‘free run’ is an exercise where we run the play in its entirety near the start of the rehearsal period. 
We set up rehearsal props and bits of staging around the whole rehearsal room and they perform 
across the whole space, using scripts where needed. The director or composer will add in music to 
assist creating an atmosphere throughout the run. We ask the actors to play with no fear. The aim 
is for us to all ‘feel’ the play from an early point, so we can better understand what it demands from 
us. It also means the actors have already performed a ‘run’ of the show, so we have already got that 
barrier out of the way. It helps the creative team and actors see what the play needs and usually 
sparks a huge amount of creative ideas that carry through into the ultimate production.

The ’free run’ doesn’t just work for a whole play and just within a rehearsal process – it can also help 
in the reading of a play text.  Try reading a section in class, noting the key moments, and then ask the 
group to freely play the section you have just read without books.

Hal Chambers, Director
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SIT,  L IE ,  STAND
This game was used early on as an improvisation task for the actors and enables them to create 
interesting compositions with their bodies in all scenes. Low, Medium, High may be more relevant 
language depending on individual mobility. 

1

In groups of three, choose a 
starting position with person A 
sitting (medium level), person 
B standing (high level) and 
person C lying (low level).

2

Any member of the trio can 
now change position. Eg 
person A sitting (medium level) 
changes to standing (high 
level).

3

The other two actors must then 
change position to ensure that 
there is always one person at each 
level. In this example, the lying 
person could change to a sitting 
(medium level) position and the 
standing person could change to a 
lying (low level) position.

So the first two stages of this example are as follows:

 1A: Sitting (medium level)   
1B: Lying (low level)     

1C: Standing (high level)

2A: Standing (high level)   
2B: Sitting (medium level) 

 2C: Lying (low level)

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENTS:

• Freeze in a position. Stay still for 
a moment or two and see if the 
posture you are in bring any of your 
characters’ lines to mind. Try taking 
turns in your group to think, whisper 
or speak the words that seem 
connected to this position. 

• Starting in childhood, improvise 
your characters’ interacting with 
each other as children, teenagers, 
adults, going about their daily tasks 
together. What are the different ways 
of transitioning from these positions, 
depending on their age/mood/task? 
When and why do you move quickly, 
slowly, lightly, heavily, smoothly etc?

PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENTS:

• How can you use the set to find an 
even greater range of positions? 
How does the game change if you 
play competitively as a trio, trying to 
catch each other out?

• How does the game change if 
you play as a team, trying to work 
together to ensure you always have 
the three positions?

• What happens if you also play with 
proximity? What becomes possible if 
you move close to each other/make 
contact with each other? How far 
away can you be from each other and 
still feel connected to the game?

The objective of this game is to drive creativity and problem solving, and to find connection  
as a company, not to be ‘right’ or ‘perfect.’ There is no wrong! Have fun…

Rebecca Randall, Movement Director
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EMOTIONAL ATMOSPHERES
AIM 

This is an exercise we used in rehearsals to try and understand the physical relationships between 
characters, as well as the changing dynamics when different characters enter the ‘playing space’.  
This exercise is based on an observation of how we all shift our body language and energy when we 
are around different people in everyday life. 

WHEN TO USE THIS EXERCISE

Best used once the players have a strong grasp of the play and characters, so about 75% into the 
rehearsal process would be ideal.

OVERVIEW

Each player stands in a large circle. In the middle is the ‘playing space’. There is no speaking  
in this exercise, rather actors must communicate non-verbally, finding the shifting physical and 
emotion energies when different combinations of characters are put in the space by the director  
(or nominated player). Feel free to use instrumental/ambient music to accompany the exercise.

1

The director ‘tags’ in a 
character by tapping the 
actor on the shoulder. 
The player then enter the 
‘playing space’ where they 
are able to move around in 
character. We watch them 
exist for a moment. 

2

Then the director will tag in another 
character and we watch how these 
two characters respond to each 
other. Without the use of words they 
will have to adjust their physicality, 
gesture and breath in response to 
who they are in the playing space 
with. Your looking for the players to 
connect, so encourage them to resist 
ignoring each other. 

3

At any time add in a third 
character, or a fourth. You 
can experiment with many 
different combinations 
throughout the exercise.

So if the play was Romeo & Juliet, a director might initially tag in the two lovers.
The director can then tag out one of those characters and add in a different character from the 
circle. How does the dynamic shift? Is the atmosphere between them different? How does their body 
language and behaviour change? If the director tagged our Romeo and brought in Tybalt, leaving 
Juliet with her cousin in the playing space how might that change the atmosphere?

WHATS BEHIND THE EXERCISE?

The idea of the exercise is to see and explore the instinctive reaction from one character to another. 
By forbidding the use of words we allow the players to react more intuitively. The responses tend to 
be from the heart and not overly intellectualised. There is an opportunity to deepen the relationships 
between characters that spend a lot of stage time together (e.g - Romeo & Mercutio) as well as 
finding out more about characters who don’t spend much time onstage together but have important 
relationships nevertheless (Juliet & Tybalt). 

At some point the director may choose to tag in all of the characters from the play into the playing 
space. This can cause very interesting reactions. Depending on the play, this might create a 
harmonious, joyous spectacle, or the characters might break into factions and some of the urgent 
themes at the centre of the play may emerge. 
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Eventually the director will tag out each of the characters, perhaps leaving one or two for a finale 
asking them to find a way of ‘ending’ the exercise - perhaps a final tableaux or action. The director 
can then say ‘stop please’.

POST-EXCERCISE 

Once finished, give the players a short forum to feedback their observations from both watching and 
participating in the exercise.  

RELAVANCE TO THE BALLAD OF MARIA MARTEN 

We found this exercise very helpful in understanding how the women in the play interact in much 
more detail. It helped deepen the tactile physical comfort between them but also showed up where 
the conflicts were between Maria and some of her friends. Essentially it allowed the actors to 
investigate who their characters were in relation to others in some detail, using their prior knowledge 
of the play to add detail and definition to their characterisation.

Hal Chambers, Director
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CLASSROOM SESSION ONE

Coercive Control 
(PSHE)

This session is designed to be delivered after a visit to see 
 The Ballad of Maria Marten.

USEFUL DEFINITIONS  
AND RESOURCES FOR BACKGROUND

DOMESTIC ABUSE

An incident or pattern of incidents 
of controlling, coercive, threatening, 
degrading and violent behaviour, 
including sexual violence, in the majority 
of cases by a partner or ex-partner, but 
also by a family member or carer. It is 
very common. In the vast majority of 
cases it is experienced by women and is 
perpetrated by men.

Domestic abuse can include, but is not 
limited to, the following:

• Coercive Control (a pattern of 
intimidation, degradation, isolation 
and control with the use or threat of 
physical or sexual violence)

• Psychological and/or emotional 
abuse 

• Physical or sexual abuse

• Financial or economic abuse

• Harassment and stalking

COERCIVE CONTROL

Domestic abuse isn’t always physical. 
Coercive control is an act or a pattern of 
acts of assault, threats, humiliation and 
intimidation or other abuse that is used 
to harm, punish, or frighten their victim.

This controlling behaviour is designed to 
make a person dependent by isolating 
them from support, exploiting them, 
depriving them of independence and 
regulating their everyday behaviour.

Both these definitions are drawn (with thanks) 
from www.womensaid.org.uk

ONLINE RESOURCES  
FOR BACKGROUND INFORMATION

www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/facts-and-figures

www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk which includes this really valuable Snapshot Report here 

https://www.womensaid.org.uk/
https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/facts-and-figures
http://www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk/
https://www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Violence-Against-Women-and-Girls-Snapshot-Report-FINAL-1.pdf
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OUTLINE LESSON PLAN
 Listen to Beth and Naz on BBC Radio Suffolk

FACT CHECK
• Define domestic abuse and coercive control with the class, and check against the  

Women’s Aid definitions.

• Ask the class to find 3 pieces of information about violence against women focusing on domestic 
abuse and coercive control (potentially using the resources above, or other resources the class 
may find).

DISCUSSION POINTS
• Why do we think violence against women is still so widespread?

• Ask the group to think about a time in which they have seen violence against women portrayed. 
This could be a in a newspaper article / documentary / in literature, theatre, TV or film.  
Discuss how the violence was represented, how it made them feel, what their response was.

• Ask the group to research the help that is available for those, who are victims of domestic abuse 
in your area / location. What help might be available in your own school? What would be the 
advice you could give to a fellow pupil who came to you.

SURVIVORS STORIES
Ask the class to read Naz’s story and the creative writing from the survivors group Beth worked with, 
which you can find here or at the back of this booklet.

• Ask the class to reflect on what they have read. What stood out for them.  
What are their takeaways? What needs to change and what is our role in that?

For schools in Suffolk
Lighthouse - who we worked with to develop The Ballad of Maria Marten - offer a complete 
scheme of work designed to support schools in promoting healthy relationships.  
Find out more about their highly recommended EXPECT RESPECT PROGRAMME here: 
lighthousewa.org.uk/understanding-abuse/advice-for-schools

CLASSROOM SESSION ONE

https://soundcloud.com/matthew-linley/beth-naz-on-the-mid-morning-show-bbc-radio-suffolk?utm_source=clipboard&utm_campaign=wtshare&utm_medium=widget&utm_content=https%253A%252F%252Fsoundcloud.com%252Fmatthew-linley%252Fbeth-naz-on-the-mid-morning-show-bbc-radio-suffolk
https://www.mariamarten.com/working-with-the-lighthouse-project
http://lighthousewa.org.uk/understanding-abuse/advice-for-schools/
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CLASSROOM SESSION TWO

Artistic Interpretation and 
the Question of Truth 

(ENGLISH)

The first part of this session can take place before a visit to see the show,  
or the whole session can be delivered after a visit to see the show

OPENING DISCUSSION
The Ballad of Maria Marten is based on true events that occurred in Polstead Suffolk in the early 1820s. 
Let’s start by thinking of other plays or films that have depicted ‘true’ stories?

Of those titles - how true to the historical truth were they, do you think? 

HOMEWORK OR CLASS EXERCISE 
The following all happen in the performance of The Ballad of Maria Marten - use your research skills to 
find out which is true, and which is artistic license.

1   Maria Marten, Lucy Baalham, Phoebe Stowe and Theresa Havers were 
all girls in Polstead in the early 1820s

2   Maria’s mother Ann Marten had nightmares about where Maria’s body  
might be found

3   Ann Marten found the body with her own bare hands

4   William Corder once stole a £5 note from Maria Marten

5   The Red Barn was burned down by girls from the village

6   Maria had children with three men - Thomas Corder, Peter Matthews 
and William Corder

7   The Hazard Club

8   Maria was found dressed in a man’s clothing 
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION  
AFTER THE HOMEWORK EXERCISE

• Why do you think Beth Flintoff the writer included those elements we found not to be true? 
(answers might include to fill in gaps in the story, to make a more dramatic play, to reinforce the 
ideas behind the performance etc)

• What do you think are a writer and creative teams responsibilities to ‘truth’ and ‘perceived truth’ 
when telling a true story?

• (If the class have already seen The Ballad of Maria Marten) What do you think of that final image 
from The Ballad of Maria Marten given we know that was ‘artistic license’

• What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of reinterpreting historical stories 
today?

3,5 and 7 are artistic license:

3
  Ann insisted that dreams were telling her Maria was in the barn, but she enlisted the help of her 

husband (Maria’s father) in looking - he later said he used his mole-catching equipment to dig.

5
  The barn was burnt down a few years later. The culprit was never discovered but the family of 

Phoebe Stow were accused of it.

7
  There were many gentlemen’s clubs in London but this one is invented - the name Hazard was 

the name of a very popular dice game played in a lot of clubs by gamblers.)

CLASSROOM SESSION TWO
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CLASSROOM SESSION THREE

This session is designed to be split, with the melodrama work happening before 
the performance, and the analysis after the performance.

USEFUL DEFINITIONS  
AND RESOURCES FOR BACKGROUND

From Melodrama 
to Modern Day 

(DRAMA /  THEATRE STUDIES)

An analysis of three 19thC versions of the Red Barn Murder (academic) is here.

The V&A Theatre collection relating to Maria Marten is here 

The Todd Slaughter melodramatic film version is on YouTube here (whilst it is very ‘of its type’ it is 
also very difficult to watch for a modern audience – we would suggest using a small clip)

A melodrama script (freely adapted from various melodramas associated with the Red Barn story, 
adapted by Christopher Denys) can be found here

LESSON PLAN
BEFORE SEEING THE BALLAD OF MARIA MARTEN

• As a group watch A Very British Crime Drama (see additional resources, p18)

• Divide the group into smaller sections, and ask each group to work on a small section of the 
melodrama (see the script above). As they work on their extracts ask the class to think about the 
hallmarks of melodrama they have just heard about i.e.  
– The stock characters - villain / damsel / hero 
– The melodramatic constants horror / excitement / thrills / spectacle 
– Think about how these affect your movement, your voice, your gesture

• Ask the group to perform their extract to each other (in story order). 

• Feedback

https://drum.lib.umd.edu/bitstream/handle/1903/8231/umi-umd-5439.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://collections.vam.ac.uk/search/?q=Maria%20Marten&page=1&page_size=15&id_collection=THES48602
https://youtu.be/LZ-7BvEIeHw
https://www.noda.org.uk/_assets/scripts/samples/d96e16390d48938abdfe9425eae85877_1508772400.pdf
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 AFTER SEEING THE BALLAD OF MARIA MARTEN

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• What were your initial responses to The Ballad of Maria Marten - what struck you, what will stay 

with you?

• We saw last week melodrama using a range of theatrical conceits - stock characters, exaggerated 
emotions etc etc. What were the theatrical conceits that The Ballad of Maria Marten used 
Answers might include 
– Direct audience address 
– Transitioning through time and place using movement, lighting and sound 
– Doubling 
– Prop doubling (ie the sheet becoming a baby, the basket becoming a carriage etc)

• We saw how melodrama relies on horror, excitement, thrills and spectacle. Now I’d like you to 
think of four different moments in The Ballad of Maria Marten which for you demonstrated one 
of those elements. Once you’ve done that think again about those moments and write some 
notes about how those elements of horror, excitement, thrills and spectacle were created and 
how they were similar or different to the techniques used in melodrama.

CLOSING QUESTIONS
• Beth Flintoff (writer) says ‘So many stories have been told from a specific angle: my goal is always 

to find a new one. Which voice has not been heard yet?’ - how successful do you think The Ballad 
of Maria Marten is in achieving this? 

• Read the Morning Star review of The Ballad of Maria Marten. Discuss: is The Ballad of Maria 
Marten a melodrama?

CLASSROOM SESSION THREE

https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/c/poignantly-contemporary-reading-old-murder-folk-tale
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CLASSROOM SESSION FOUR

This session is intended for before a visit to Ballad of Maria Marten

USEFUL DEFINITIONS  
AND RESOURCES FOR BACKGROUND

Murder Ballads 
(MUSIC)

Shirley Collins and the Albion Band - Murder of Maria Marten

Examples of other murder ballads include:  
Two Sisters – Tom Waits (dates from 1656!)

Mack the Knife

Cocaine Blues – Johnny Cash

Ballad of Hollis Brown – Bob Dylan

The Vaughan Williams Memorial Library (the search engine is in the top bar of the website -  
there are 76 results connected to Maria Marten / the Red Barn Murder)

There is a good summary of the etymology of the song here,  
as well as this blog about Maria Marten in Music

https://youtu.be/vBVYotyxSdU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WbobprSLjxo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iooViITRp9M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VnhwkcoCJgo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_8xkxy3tXTA
https://www.vwml.org/vwml-about-us
https://mainlynorfolk.info/joseph.taylor/songs/murderofmariamarten.html
https://easternangles.co.uk/archive/the-ballad-of-maria-marten#tab-0=resources
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LESSON PLAN
• Murder Ballads - introduce the idea of the Murder Ballad, a sub genre of the more traditional 

ballad. A ballad dealing with a murder or gruesome death.

• Listen to the classic track by Shirley Collins and the Albion Band - Murder of Maria Marten

• Using the internet research where this classic murder ballad comes from. Research questions 
could include: 
– How many different versions of the song can you find? 
– When did it first emerge? 
– What tune is it based on? 
– Which other contemporary singers have sung versions of this song? How are they different to  
the Shirley Collins version? 
 
(If the class is not already aware, this might be a good opportunity to introduce them to the 
Vaughan Williams Memorial Library at EFDSS.)

• The creative team behind The Ballad of Maria Marten have chosen to develop an entirely new 
score for the show, which makes little reference to the traditional ballad. Why do you think they 
might make that decision?

• Listen to composer Luke Potter talk about making the music for the show here 

• Having listened to Luke whilst we watch the show, let’s listen out for the role of music in the 
show, and in particular, as Luke says, how effective the music is in ‘enhancing the joy’, ‘enhance 
the thriller-esque moments’.

HOMEWORK
Research the work and music of Luke Potter: www.pottsmusic.net

CLASSROOM SESSION FOUR

https://youtu.be/-GUjYdvH06U
https://www.pottsmusic.net/
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Q&A with Beth Flintoff  
and Lizzie Crarer

For more Q&As with other members of The Ballad of Maria Marten creative team 
please see mariamarten.com/education.

BETH,  WHAT RESEARCH DID 
YOU DO BEFORE WRITING THE 
SHOW ?

I stayed in Ipswich for a bit and spent a while 
walking around Polstead, trying to get a sense 
of how she lived her life. I visited all the locations 
of Maria’s life that I thought would be mentioned 
in the play: Layham, Sudbury, Hadleigh. I went 
to the Moyses Hall Museum in Bury St Edmunds 
which has relics relating to the murder, and the 
Record Office in Ipswich to look at newspaper 
reports. I talked to local people to try and 
understand what everyone thinks now (the 
answer: everyone that knows of it has a different 
version!). I talked to survivors of domestic abuse 
from Lighthouse Women’s Aid. Then I spent a 
lot of time in libraries: the University of Sussex 
Library, the British Library in London and the 
Bodleian in Oxford.

There are many accounts of the story, some from 
the time of the murder and some much more 
recent - they are all very different. Some are truly 
horrible about Maria, others make her out to be 
an angelic village maiden, and some offer some 
pretty bizarre theories about Ann. One offered 
‘hints to the ladies’ on how to avoid marrying a 
murderer in the future. Several anxiously urged 
women not to be so promiscuous to avoid 
being murdered themselves. None suggested 
that men stop murdering. I could not find any 
contemporary accounts written by a woman.

Then I put all the research aside and tried to 
think about her as a person. Who does she love? 
What do they talk about? What does she do 
when she’s having fun? I didn’t want her to be a 
victim any more. Maria emerged as intelligent, 
brave and wryly funny just like the survivors I 
met at Lighthouse.

LIZZIE  HOW DID YOU GO ABOUT 
PREPARING FOR YOUR ROLE AS 
MARIA?

Lots and lots of research: both practical and on 
paper. 

Firstly, the historical research. Maria’s story 
is unusual in that there are very detailed 
testimonies available from the people who 
were closest to her, from which it is possible 
to build a picture of who she was and how 
she lived. Murder in the Red Barn, an account 
by contemporary historian Peter Maggs, was 
particularly well-researched and useful. I also 
tried to expose myself to as many things that 
were set in roughly the same period, with similar 
themes, to get a sense of what life might have 
been like then. From watching Gentleman Jack 
the BBC TV drama and reading The Confessions 

https://www.mariamarten.com/education
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of Frannie Langton (both set in 1826), to visiting 
the East Anglian Museum of Rural life, to a 
site visit to Maria’s cottage in Polstead village 
with the whole cast - to name but a few. When 
preparing to play a real person, I believe that 
there is a level of responsibility to investigate 
as much of the source material as possible. This 
way the spaces for inference, interpretation and 
imagination can be identified, informed by the 
parameters of the period.

Secondly, a lot of work with and around the 
script. It was important to be able to sit lightly 
with the research and to embrace the Maria 
that Beth had written. A close reading of the 
script was an essential foundation, followed by 
exercises that helped me to mine Beth’s words 
for more information. For example, writing down 
everything that other characters say about 
my character, and everything my character 
says about herself; writing down every single 
irrefutable fact about my character, then every 
question that arises. In early rehearsals we 
pinned down a timeline as a company so that 
we could see where the scenes in the play sat in 
relation to one another - particularly useful for a 
‘memory play’ like this! This work with the script 
is fundamental, to ensure that my interpretation 
of the character is totally coherent with what has 
been written.

Finally, imaginative research through 
improvisation. This kind of research enables all 
the reading and thinking to inform discoveries 
about the character in the moment. This was 
something that Hal facilitated particularly 
brilliantly in early rehearsals. One exercise he 
got us to do was to lie on the floor for about 
half an hour and to travel back through our 
character’s memories to when they were a child, 
then travel forward in time to their imagined 
future. We also explored through improvisation 
some of the scenes that were implied but not 
written in the play. The freedom to work away 
from the script meant that we were able to 
add new dimensions to our understandings of 
the relationships between the characters, and 
to our understandings of our own characters’ 
inner lives.

TALKING OF THAT FREEDOM, 
L IZZIE,  HOW DID YOU USE 
VOICE AND MOVEMENT 
TO COMMUNICATE YOUR 
CHARACTER IN THIS 
PRODUCTION?

One big thing was the accent: which was a 
challenge! But through hours of listening and 
repetition the accent holds the key to certain 
subtle elements of the character: the rhythms, 
cadences and shapes of a rural Suffolk accent 
are very particular and create not only a strong 
sense of place and social status, but also 
communicate something about the pace of life 
and the relationship to the land. Physically, my 
character goes on a huge journey in this play: 
from a seven-year-old servant to awkward 
teenager to young woman in love to being 
destroyed by horrific psychological abuse. 
We worked with a brilliant movement director 
Rebecca Randall who really helped to clarify 
these changes - which had to be completely 
clear and instantaneous given the episodic 
nature of the narrative. One thing that was 
constant was the sense of connection with the 
land: these women’s lives were dominated by 
work – manual labour, or labouring in childbirth. 
As 21st century women we don’t use our bodies 
in quite the same way, so I did a lot of work on 
bringing my awareness down into my hands, 
feet, legs and lower body.
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BETH,  AS WRITER,  AND NOW 
ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR HOW 
DO YOU FEEL CHANGING THE 
STAGING FROM TRAVERSE,  TO 
IN  THE ROUND AND FINALLY 
NOW END ON HAS CHANGED THE 
PRODUCTION?

When I watched the first two productions, there 
was a continual sense of flux in the staging. 
Maria and the women were always on the move, 
able to pop up unexpectedly in the audience, we 
got the impression that they were constantly on 
the go. I really loved that, and of course I love 
the sense of intimacy you get when more of the 
audience is able to be very close to the stage. It’s 
a shared experience; and the audience starts to 
become complicit in the story. We’re watching 
ourselves, watching Maria, and she’s telling us off 
for coming to watch a gory play about her death.

When it came to me restaging the show for 
‘end on’, initially Hal and I talked about it not 
changing it very much, and I think essentially 
it hasn’t really. Most of the beautiful moments 
of movement that Hal and Rebecca Randell 
(the movement director) had created are still 
there. But there are some changes, and some 
discoveries. I was worried that we would lose 
some of the intimacy, that feeling that we are 
crawling inside Maria’s brain. I worried that we’d 
all feel very safe sitting in a dark auditorium, not 
complicit at all. But in fact I was surprised by 
the intensity of the experience. A proscenium 

arch theatre is incredible for sharpening the 
focus. It was very easy for us to decide where we 
wanted the audience to look, and to make that 
happen. During the second half, it does get quite 
intense as Lizzie (who plays Maria) ramps up 
her relationship with us, her spectators, before 
that relationship collapses. We added a moment 
where she steps forward to speak, and can’t - 
she’s trying to tell the story, but everything’s 
disintegrating. I was surprised by how much 
easier that was to create in a proscenium arch 
space, where everyone is looking at the same 
thing, from almost the same angle.

HOW HAVE THOSE CHANGES 
AFFECTED YOU AS A 
PERFORMER,  L IZZIE? 

Each of these stagings has its advantages. 
I loved playing in the round because of the 
intimacy: the audience can see each other as 
well as you, and they are never very far away. 
You can’t stand still for too long in the round 
because any audience behind you will lose out - 
and constant movement gives the performance 
a dynamic and fluid quality. Traverse maintains 
some of the intimacy of playing in the round, but 
there are some strong points to hold the stage 
at either end and long diagonal relationships 
between bodies on the stage work well. But I 
have absolutely loved playing in proscenium arch 
spaces: the audience sees everything and so it 
affords a level of subtlety and stillness in the 
delivery that wasn’t necessarily appropriate in 
the other stagings.



20

BETH LOOKING SPECIFICALLY 
AT THE CHERRY FAIR AND THE 
BURNING OF THE BARN IN 
PARTICULAR –  HOW DID YOU 
IMAGINE THESE MOMENTS. 
WHAT WAS YOUR INTENTION 
WITH THOSE MOMENTS?

The Cherry Fair and Burning of the Barn 
sequences are mirror images of each other 
– they have the same music and feeling of 
together-ness. The Cherry Fair is almost exactly 
halfway through, and it marks the moment 
Maria decides to move on from Thomas Corder 
and embrace happiness with Peter Matthews. 
There’s a brief conversation in which Thomas 
Corder humiliates her, and she announces she’ll 
dance alone from now on, before immediately 
regretting it. Dancing alone wasn’t really 
something women did in the 1820s – she can feel 
everyone watching her. But then her friends step 
in, and she is so buoyed up by them that she 
recovers. In the final sequence of the play, the 
burning down of the barn, her friends again step 
in to help her, even though she’s no longer there. 
And in that action, they save Theresa and come 
together as a group again. Both sequences show 
the hope and joy that can come from shared 
moments of honesty, courage and love.

I spent a lot of time researching fairs and trying 
to work out what would have happened in 
Polstead’s Cherry Fair, but in the end it came 
down to quite a simple experience: it’s a chance 
for people from different social worlds to come 
together. A poor girl like Maria could dance with 
a rich man like Peter Matthews and nobody 
would think it terribly strange. So as long as 
there was singing, dancing and cherries, I didn’t 
really mind how it looked. The challenge of 
course is to create the sense of a crowd with 
only six actresses! It’s a very active sequence and 
involves two super-fast costume changes for the 
actresses who double up Theresa / Peter and 
Thomas Corder / Lucy.

Early on in my notebook for this play, there is 
a page with the question scrawled across it: 
‘WHO BURNT DOWN THE BARN?’ I think quite 
quickly after writing that question I knew that 
it was going to end with the women burning it 
down – the entire thrust of the play is building 
up to that moment. I wanted us to reach the final 
scene with everyone behaving according to their 
characters, exactly as we know they’ll behave 
in this situation, but with the added adrenaline 

of intense grief and rage at how Maria has been 
treated. I didn’t really have a picture of it in my 
head physically though – I hardly ever do, in fact. 
I have the characters bouncing around talking to 
each other in my head, there isn’t always room 
for visuals too! I was so pleased when Verity 
decided to set the whole play in the shadow 
of the barn – it helps give that sense that 
everything is heading towards the final moment 
of destruction. I want people to leave the theatre 
feeling invigorated; and I wrote that scene for 
the women from the Lighthouse – I wanted to 
burn it all down for them.

WHAT WOULD BE YOUR ONE BIT 
OF ADVICE FOR AN EMERGING 
WRITER?

I have two bits of advice actually:

1 - Read plays. All the time, as many as you can 
get your hands on. Short plays, long plays, one 
a day if you can squeeze in the time (some of 
Beckett’s are only a page long!).

2 – Write something, even if it’s not very good. 
Just get that first draft down, then do another 
draft, then do another. Nothing is very good 
the first time, and that’s ok, it’s all part of the 
process.

AND WHAT ADVICE YOU GIVE TO 
A BUDDING YOUNG PERFORMER 
LIZZIE?

Keep seeking that which you love - with 
diligence, consistency and curiosity - and don’t 
settle for anything less. 
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Theatre Stories
NAZ’S  STORY RE P OLSTEAD/

THE BALLAD OF MARIA MARTEN

As part of her research for The Ballad of Maria Marten Beth worked with survivors of domestic abuse 
who had been supported by the Lighthouse Charity in Ipswich. As well as encouraging the group to 
write about their own experiences they helped Beth to understand Maria’s story, and what may well 

have happened. Their testimonies in particular inform the second half of the play.

One of those ladies was Naz - who here describes her journey 

When I am faced with photos of me in the 
Summer of 2016 and compare them with how I 
am now, it’s like viewing a different person, not 
just physically but mentally too.

Kim Wilde’s ‘You Came’ lyrics have always 
resonated with me;

‘Someone I know is staring at me

And when I look into her eyes

I see a girl that I used to be

I hardly recognise

‘cause in the space of [5 years]

I’ve watched the old me disappear….’ 

After fleeing my unhappy marriage and marital 
home, I entered the haven of Lighthouse 
Women’s Aid, and haven’t looked back since. 
It was a case of being in the ‘right place at the 
right time’ when the creative writing opportunity 
to contribute to the re-writing of a local story 
arose. Needless to say, I grasped it with both 
hands for a couple of reasons. The first being my 
love of composing poetry. Alongside my artwork, 
this has been such a healer for my personal 
experience of domestic abuse. I have used it to 
work through my numerous emotions and now 
have quite a catalogue of my turbulent times in 
a suitably coloured black folder! Add to this my 
fascination of the Polstead tale of the ‘murder in 
the red barn’ and it was fate!

So I took a deep breath and entered the first 
group meeting, attending with other service 
users, and the playwright (Beth Flintoff) of 
The Ballad Of Maria Marten. Beth put us all at 
our ease, telling us her remit was to collate 

our experiences and feelings within past toxic 
relationships. Maria and William may have 
lived nearly two hundred years ago, but the 
dynamics of their bond were exactly the same 
as anybody’s in the same situation now. Having 
completed ‘The Freedom Programme’, we were 
all able to pinpoint the many manifestations of 
the story’s murderer; as ‘the headworker’, ‘the 
king of the castle’ ‘the jailer’ and so on.

illustration by Mandy who also participated in the sessions 
alongside Naz
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Starting with a collective piece, we poured our 
innermost thoughts to create a powerful piece of 
prose which, when read out loud, had a dramatic 
effect and valued everyone’s point of view. Then, 
taking the transcending themes of ‘jealousy’ 
and ‘responsibility’, we were invited to create 
individual pieces, of which I treasure now, as 
encapsulating a difficult time in my life.

After having listened to our ‘stories’, with the 
common elements of overriding power and 
domination, Beth proceeded to weave our 
contributions into her research project. Fast 
forward to the point where a script was ready 
for a workshop performance, and there were 
we being an initial audience for the play. Faced 
with powerfully written scenes it was, at times, 
‘too close to home’. Beth had taken the essence 
of our five meetings and interlaced all the 
responses we had fed her. I finally felt as if I had 
a ‘voice’ and I knew that the final piece would be 
an even more emotional watch.

Fortunate enough to be invited to the finished 
show, I shall never forget how it made me feel. 
Such a poignant story to tell as I witnessed the 
sort of ‘love bombing’* and gaslighting** that I 
had been exposed to. The ‘cherry on the cake’ 
(if you excuse the pun; as there’s a cherry fair 

SOME DEFINITIONS

LOVE BOMBING

A term used to describe when a 
narcissist tries to use flattery, mirroring, 
compliments etc to lure and hook their 
person into their web 

LIGHTHOUSE GLASSES

A phrase coined by a Lighthouse 
Women’s Aid service user to describe 
looking at a possible partner with eyes 
wide open; heeding any early signs of an 
unhealthy relationship.

Lighthouse Womens Aid - who we 
worked with to develop The Ballad of 
Maria Marten - offer a complete scheme 
of work designed to support schools in 
promoting healthy relationships. Find out 
more about their highly recommended 
Expect Respect programme here.

scene in the play!) was to have the fruition of 
our creative writing published in a book for all 
audience members to take away with them; our 
stories were being ‘heard’. I’ll admit to actually 
seeing the theatre masterpiece three times as 
an essential, though painful, experience for me 
to go through. I find myself emersed in Maria’s 
narrative throughout. The final scene is especially 
powerful; her friends (like my Lighthouse friends 
I have made for life) value her as a person whose 
very self was slowly chipped away, as I was.

The whole process from the very first discussion 
of ideas through to the final product of the play 
has added to my self-esteem and changed me 
as a person. It has enabled me to forgive myself 
for being taken in by such a recognised age-old 
narcissistic pattern. The notable absence of any 
male character speaks volumes as I sit alongside 
my empowered fellow survivors, watching the 
tragic tale unfold.

I am currently anticipating a final visit to see 
The Ballad Of Maria Marten. Guaranteed to give 
me goose pimples I know, but I feel in a better 
place within myself to witness Maria’s fate as my 
‘Lighthouse Glasses’*** are permanently fixed to 
my face.

GASLIGHTING

A form of emotional abuse that’s seen 
in abusive relationships; the act of 
manipulating a person by forcing them 
to question their thoughts, memories, 
and the events occurring around them 
pushing a victim so far that they question 
their own sanity

http://lighthousewa.org.uk/understanding-abuse/advice-for-schools/
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